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ABSTRACT 
Concerns are being voiced in the marketing literature regarding conceptual, 
methodological, and practical issues of measuring consumer satisfaction. This paper 
addresses the practical usefulness of a multiple-item weighted composite satisfaction 
score to universities. The results of this study suggest that a multiple-item satisfaction 
scale has significate diagnostic value for strategic decision-making. 
INTRODUCTION 
As many universities plan for the twenty-first century, numerous challenges are 
emerging. Declining enrollments, increased competition, and a general public demanding 
more accountability of tax dollars are seemingly some of the more pressing issues of 
most universities today. Given these challenges, universities are becoming increasingly 
aware of the importance of student satisfaction. In order to be successful, universities 
must attract and retain quality students through identifying and meeting student 
expectations.  
The purpose of this article is to present an alternative approach to measuring student 
overall satisfaction. Market researchers have commonly used a single-item rating scale to 
assess overall satisfaction. This approach, however, falls to recognize the student's 
varying degree of satisfaction with each service or educational attribute. A multiple-item 
weighted gap score analysis is presented as an alternative method for assessing student 
satisfaction that should have increased diagnostic value to both academicians and 
practitioners.  
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Sevier (1996) argues that a university's product is more than its academic program. 
Rather, the product is the sum of the student's academic, social, physical, and even 
spiritual experiences. Keillor, Bush and Bush ( 1995) suggest that successful student 
recruitment should be viewed as four basic stages. The stages are 1) attraction, 2) 
evaluation, 3) retention, and 4) met expectations. A common theme among these four 
stages is that perceived quality of the educational experience is fundamentally important 
to the attraction and retention of students. Complicating this process, however, is the 
assumption that attracting students involves a separate set of issues than retaining them. It 
is important to realize, however, that different target audiences may value different dimensions of a university's product. For example, parents may emphasize academic 
experiences, while students may emphasize social experiences available on campus. 
Student Satisfaction 
Universities have exhibited their commitment to student satisfaction through mission 
statements, goals/objectives, marketing strategies, and promotional themes. Peterson and 
Wilson (1992) argue that "virtually all company activities, programs, and policies should 
be evaluated in terms of their contribution to satisfying customers." Understanding the 
consequences of student satisfaction has been a concern of marketing researchers and 
practitioners for many years. The concern is derived from the generally accepted 
philosophy that for an organization to be successful it must satisfy customers. Patterson, 
Johnson, and Spreng (1997) demonstrate empirically a very strong link between customer 
satisfaction and repurchase intentions. Student retention is seemingly related to student 
satisfaction. Students who are dissatisfied with their educational experience are the ones 
that do not return to college. Student learning cannot occur if the student is not in college. 
Therefore, retention of a student is a critical step in the student's continual learning 
process.  
The relative costs of customer retention and customer acquisition have enhanced the 
desire to build and maintain long term relationships with customers. This is especially 
true in the service sector (such as education) where customer acquisition costs are 
generally higher than customer retention costs (Ennew, Binks, and Chiplin, 1994). For 
many firms, customer retention is an avenue through which a competitive advantage can 
be gained. Successful universities have come to realize that it is better to invest now 
(retain students) than to invest later (attract new students).  
Measuring Student Satisfaction 
Student satisfaction evaluation is typically based on a cognitive process in which students 
compare their prior expectations of their educational experience to those actually 
experienced from attending a university. Student satisfaction results when actual 
performance meets or exceeds the consumer's expectations (Zeithmal, Berry and 
Parasuraman 1993). Likewise, if expectations exceed actual performance, dissatisfaction 
will result. 
Even though the importance of student satisfaction has been widely recognized, most 
overall student satisfaction measurements are designed to simply assess the global or net 
satisfaction. Despite the apparent complexity of the student satisfaction construct, 
researchers have often used a single-item rating scale of four to seven points between the 
extremes of "very dissatisfied" and "very satisfied." The weakness of this approach is that 
it fails to recognize the quality attributes of an educational experience, as well as the 
student's varying degree of satisfaction with each attribute. Vavra (1997) argues that 
many practitioners prefer a composite measure because it is more statistically reliable 
than any single measure.  Universities can continuously update information about changing perceptions and 
expectations of students.Weighted importance ratings should enable universities to set 
priorities. These priorities seemingly would help determine where to allocate limited 
resources effectively and how to make concerted efforts on the attributes considered 
important by students. The alternative approach to assessing student satisfaction proposed 
in this paper does consider weighted importance ratings of attributes related to a student's 
educational experience.  
ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO MEASURING  
A STUDENT'S OVERALL SATISFACTION  
Recognizing the drawbacks associated with the traditional approach of measuring student 
satisfaction, which simply relies on a single-item measurement of overall satisfaction, an 
alternative approach is presented. The proposed approach utilizes multiple education 
attributes and students' varying degree of satisfaction with each attribute. Each student's 
overall satisfaction is determined by a weighted average of the gap between a student's 
expectation of performance (importance rating) and actual experience (performance 
rating) for each educational attribute, and the relative importance of each educational 
attribute as perceived by the total student group. A description of the proposed approach 
is presented below.  
The following notations are presented for the purpose of illustrating the measurement of 
overall student satisfaction.  
Iij = Importance rating of the i-th attribute by the j-th student (expectations score).  
Aij = Actual quality rating of the i-th attribute by the j-th student (performance perception 
score).  
Gij = Iij - Aij the rating gap of the i-th attribute by the j-th student.  
Wi = Weight (relative importance) of the i-th attribute.  
OSj = ￿WiGij , overall satisfaction score of the j-th student.  
Iij reflects each individual student's personal expectations, and preferences with regard to 
education attributes. Importance ratings should vary across students as each brings with 
them differences in expectations of what their educational experience should be.  
Aij represents the degree of satisfaction with each educational experience attribute and is 
based on the actual service received and experienced by students. Aij can be measured in 
many different situations and the findings will likely be different depending on the 
particular situation. This study used a post-experience assessment of educational 
experience satisfaction.  Gij indicates a gap between the importance rating and actual performance rating assessed 
by student j for education attribute i. If the amount of actual service performance received 
meets or exceeds expected service performance, then student satisfaction results with 
respect to attribute i. If the amount of actual service provided is less than expected 
service, the result is student dissatisfaction with regard to attribute i.  
Wi is computed by recognizing diversified student perceptions and expectations. Its main 
purpose is to determine the relative importance of education attributes that influence 
student satisfaction. Wi is determined by calculating the sum of each rating for education 
attribute i and then dividing the sum by the total points of all attributes. It reflects an 
overall viewpoint of all students surveyed on a certain attribute i.  
Osj is the overall satisfaction score for the j student, and is computed using a composite 
measure of weighted gap scores for all expectation scores and all performance perception 
scores across each student. A negative OSj would indicate favorable satisfaction towards 
a student's educational experience, while a positive OSj would suggest that student j is 
dissatisfied with his/her educational experience. If OSj is = 0, this may indicate that the 
education experience simply meets the student's overall expectations.  
Based on this analysis, one could classify students into various groups according to their 
overall satisfaction score (OSj). If, for example, three groups of student satisfaction are 
preferred, students may be classified as follows: Group1 = students whose OSj are 
negative (satisfied), Group 2 = students whose OSj are 0 (neutral), and Group 3 = 
students whose OSj are positive (dissatisfied). 
METHODOLOGY 
Questionnaire 
The survey instrument used was the Student Satisfaction Inventory
TM distributed by USA 
Group Noel-Levitz
TM. The questionnaire consists of 116 items that cover a full range of 
college experiences as well as demographic characteristics of respondents. The items are 
Likert-type statements that assess perceived importance and satisfaction on a seven-point 
scale ranging from (1) "Not Important At All" or "Not Satisfied At All" to (7) "Very 
Important" or "Very Satisfied."  
The Student Satisfaction Inventory
TM assesses levels of both importance and satisfaction 
along the following scales: 1) academic advising effectiveness, 2) campus climate, 3) 
campus life, 4) campus support services, 5) concern for the individual, 6) instructional 
effectiveness, 7) recruitment and financial aid effectiveness, 8) registration effectiveness, 
9) campus safety and security, 10) service excellence, and 11 ) student centeredness.  
The Student Satisfaction Inventory
TM has demonstrated exceptionally high internal 
reliability. Cronbach's alpha is .97 for the set of importance scores and .98 for the set of 
satisfaction scores. The survey instrument has also demonstrated high convergent validity (r =.71; p<.00001) with the satisfaction scores of the College Student Satisfaction 
Questionnaire (CSSQ).  
Sample 
A convenience sample of 1,805 freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior students from an 
upper midwest university was administered. Students were surveyed in class during 
regular class times. An effort was made to select classes that would result in a 
representative sampling of the student body on campus.  
Data Analysis Technique 
Each student's overall satisfaction is determined by a weighted average of the gap 
between a student's expectation of performance (importance rating) and actual experience 
(performance rating) for each educational attribute, and the relative importance of each 
educational attribute as perceived by the total student group. For the example described in 
this paper, only the top 20 perceived important educational attributes are used with a 
sample of two students.  
RESULTS 
For ease of explanation, only 20 of the 83 educational attributes are used with two 
students. Student A's level of overall satisfaction is determined by computing a composite 
score of weighted importance scores and gap scores (importance - actual scores). As 
shown in Table 1, the weighted importance score for attribute1 (valuable course content) 
was .047. This value is then multiplied by the gap score (importance score of 6 - actual 
score of 7 = -1). This process is then repeated for the other 19 education attributes, with 
an overall satisfaction score being computed for Student A by summing the 20 individual 
education attribute scores. Student A's overall satisfaction score of 3.68 indicates that 
his/her perceived performance scores (actual scores) does not meet or exceed 
expectations (importance scores) regarding his/her educational experience. Student A 
would be considered a "dissatisfied student. " Student B's overall satisfaction score of -
.77 indicates that perceived performance exceeded expectations. Student B would be 
considered a "satisfied student."  
 
 
 
 
 
 TABLE 1 
COMPUTATION OF STUDENT SATISFACTION 
Top 20 Important 
Educational Attributes 
Importance 
(Iij) 
Weight 
(Wi) 
Actual 
(Aij) 
Gap 
G(ij) 
   A  B     A  B  A  B 
1. Valuable Course Content  6  5  .047  7  5  -1  0 
2. Registration Process  7  7  .060  7  7  0  0 
3. Instruction In Major  7  3  .043  6  5  1  -2 
4. Able To Get Classes   7  3  .043  3  7  4  -4 
5. Placement Rate Of Major  7  7  .060  1  5  6  2 
6. Knowledgeable Advisor   7  4  .047  6  6  1  -2 
7. Knowledgeable Faculty  7  3  .043  5  6  2  -3 
8. Graduation Time Frame  7  6  .056  2  6  5  0 
9. Overall Instruction  7  3  .043  3  5  4  -2 
10. Tuition Paid   7  7  .060  1  5  6  2 
11. Approachable Advisor  7  7  .060  4  7  3  0 
12. Safe and Secure Campus   7  3  .043  1  6  6  -3 
13. Major Requirements  7  6  .056  1  6  6  0 
14. Available Advisor  7  6  .056  2  5  5  1 
15. Variety Of Classes  7  4  .047  3  6  4  -2 
16. Adequate Computer Labs  7  2  .039  2  6  5  -4 
17. Fair and Unbiased Faculty  7  4  .047  3  4  4  0 
18. Faculty Availability  7  2  .039  3  4  4  -2 
19. Access To Information   7  7  .060  3  7  4  0 
20. Intellectual Growth  7  4  .047  3  5  4  -1 Note: 
a. For simplicity, the above table assumes a student base of two (Student A & B). 
 
b. W1 = (6+5)                                                =   11 = 0.48 
             (6 + 7 + - - 7 + 7) + (7 + 3 --- 7+7)    232 
 
c. Overall satisfaction for Student A would be: 
StudentA=(.047)(-
1)+(.060)(0)+(.043)(1)+(.043)(4)+(.060)(6)+(.047)(1)+(.043)(2)+(.056)(5)+(.043)(4)+(.0
60)(6)+ 
(.060)(3)+(.043)(6)+(.056)(6)+(.056)(5)+(.047)(4)+(.039)(5)+(.047)(4)+(039)(4)+(.060)(
4)+(.047)(4) = 3.68 Student A would be a "dissatisfied student" (Group 3). 
d. Overall satisfaction for Student B would be: 
StudentB=(.047)(0)+(.060)(0)+(.043)(-2)+(.043)(-4)+(.060)(2)+(.047)(-2)+(.043)(-
3)+(.056)(0)+ 
(.043)(-2)+(.060)(2)+(.060)(0)+(.043)(-3)+(.056)(0)+(.056)(1)+(.047)(-2)+(.039)(-4)+ 
(.047)(0)+(.039)(-2)+(.060)(0)+(.047)(-1) = -.77 
Student B would be a "satisfied student" (Group 1) 
CONCLUSIONS 
A composite student satisfaction score which incorporates multiple items (i.e., 
satisfaction scores of individual educational attributes) would appear to have more 
diagnostic value for strategic decision-making. First, the composite student satisfaction 
score may be a more accurate reflection of the overall satisfaction a student has regarding 
his/her educational experience. A student may not thoroughly reflect upon his/her 
previous responses within a questionnaire regarding satisfaction of individual educational 
attributes when asked to assess his/her overall satisfaction on a single-item satisfaction 
scale at the end of the questionnaire. This may be due in part to the numerous individual 
questions just answered, thus making it difficult to remember all responses. Another 
explanation might be that students just reflect upon their most recent answers (i.e., 
previous three or four questions) when responding to a final overall satisfaction question.  
Second, the single-item satisfaction score will not indicate "why" the student is satisfied 
or dissatisfied. A student's level of satisfaction/dissatisfaction may be a function of a 
single dimension/attribute of his/her educational experience. For example, advising may 
be the primary reason why a student indicates a high level of dissatisfaction with a 
university. All other expectations the student had regarding his/her educational 
experience may have at least been met and did not significantly impact perceived 
satisfaction.  From a strategic marketing perspective, this information is important to know. The 
multiple-item satisfaction score would allow additional analysis that could pinpoint that 
advising is consistently Impacting overall student satisfaction. The single-item 
satisfaction score would not permit this type of analysis. Given the increasing importance 
of the marketing of professional services, additional research is needed to assess the 
practical issues related to the measurement of student satisfaction. The debate will 
obviously continue regarding conceptual, measurement, and practical value issues related 
to measuring customer/student satisfaction. It is hoped that this article will be helpful in 
addressing the practical value issues.  
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